Great harm is done by the thoughtless use of language, and intentional harm of enormous magnitude is done through the use of words of hate. Words carry us out into the world, and we carry a sacred responsibility for how we use them. We find ourselves, in modem American society and across the globe, witnessing horrific acts of violence, assassinations, and genocide ignited by hateful words. As we observe these abominations with alarm, what can leaders in Catholic education do to challenge habits, create new possibilities for the future, and be faithful to our tradition of honoring the Word Incamate? As we anticipate the next millennium, we must choose our words with exceptional caution and write as if the outcome of life itself were in the balance. We also must have the courage to face the unblinking truth about ourselves as human beings, what we have done, and what we are capable of doing.
Words on paper can be informative and inspiring or boring and useless. In certain cases, they reach into a place of revelation within us and transport us into a new realm of understanding. Poetry, in particular, carries that potential because it can surprise us by circumventing our mental barriers and going straight to the soul. Poetry does not describe experience, it is the experience-it accesses our tactile, auditory sense-memories as well as our emotional depths. Poetry allows us to hear language differently and more intimately. Poetry can help us to locate our compassion and empathy by permitting us to feel what the writer felt as she or he was writing.
THE POWER OE POETRY
The poet Carolyn Forche (1993) has edited a work of tmth, integrity, and commitment, iiiitd Against Forgetting: Twentieth-Century Poetry of Witness. This compilation is "...the result of a 13-year effort to understand the impress of extremity upon the poetic imagination.... It is...a poetic memorial to those who suffered and resisted through poetry itself (pp. 30-31). Forche's masterful and eloquent introduction abmptly jolts the reader from the routine of life to the reality of what life has been and can be. These are poems written by people enduring extreme conditions of war, imprisonment, holocaust, repression, and struggle. The poems are presented in approximate chronological order, from the genocide of Armenian Christians in Turkey at the beginning of the 20th century to the final chapter, "Revolutions and the Struggle for Democracy in China," which concludes in the final decade of the century.
As an adult student I had the good fortune to be introduced to this book and reintroduced to the essence of poetry and morality by taking the class "Poems by Poets in Torment" at Fordham University, taught by the activist poet-priest Father Daniel Berrigan. His was a unique class, grave and humorous, a meditation and an opening of minds. I attended the class along with mostly younger students of traditional college age and a smattering of older students like myself. The age and experience differential proved to be one of the many assets of the class, as we discovered that we had much to leam from each other.
Fordham University Press has published a new book of Father Berrigan's poems. And the Risen Bread: Selected Poems, 1957-1997, edited by John Dear. Berrigan's book was not included as a text for the class, but it is his book, Forche's book, and my time spent in his class upon which I base this article. I hope to communicate the specific value and quality of this meeting of minds-those of the past and present poets and authors; the immeasurable person of Daniel Berrigan; and the probing, exploratory minds of the students in the class. The poetry prompted discussion among the younger students about hate and prejudice-filled leafiets found in their donnitories and about what actions they could take to promote dialogue and peace within their community. The poetry in Against Forgetting (Forche, 1993) had an immediate, positive, and life-affirming effect upon their lives.
Berrigan was a formidable yet gentle guide, prodding us with questions and using the empty space of silence to great effect. There were, at times, great explosions of discussion followed by the quiet sense of sanctity found in an empty chapel. We were given the freedom to speak, hear, think, feel, absorb, and contemplate. This is a classroom experience that can be re-created by other educators in other contexts, and my hope is that it will be. The dialogue and exchange between teacher and student and between students of different ages is a priceless educational gift.
Blending adult students into undergraduate classes is an effective strategy, as the different generations have much to offer each other and mutual leaming is greatly enhanced. This form of teaching can be easily integrated into the curriculum and into the life of a school.
There are various forms of "light" poetry, love poetry, humorous poetry, even mocking or ribald poetry. As always, words can be used in any way we choose. Some of these can be lovely, inspiring, or simply fun. For the purposes of this paper, I am interested in speaking of the "poetry of witness," as Forche (1993) puts it in her book's subtitle-a poetry which brings one soul directly into contact with another, across time and culture, in which the voice is not only heard but felt. As Berrigan noted, sometimes we are invited by a poet to experience the few tiny pleasures and moments of peace that she or he was allowed. A brief example is taken from Nazim Hikmet's "Letters from a Man in Solitary": Sunday today. Today they took me out in the sun for the first time. And I just stood there, struck for the first time in my life by how far away the sky is, how blue and how wide (Hikmet, 1993, p. 501) We are now called upon to respond to these suffering voices from the past-that we not perpetuate the horrors they lived and died through, and that we not carry our greatest moral failures into the future. A history lesson about war is a very different sort of lesson from the experiential type that is leamed through poems written in the middle of a war zone. As Forche (1993) says in her introduction:
A poem is itself an event, a trauma that changes both a common language and an individual psyche, it is a specific kind of event, a specific kind of trauma. It is an experience entered into voluntarily. Unlike an aerial attack, a poem does not come at one unexpectedly. One has to read or listen, one has to be willing to accept the trauma, (p. 33) Forche's mission is to counteract the facility with which we go about our daily business as if what we do and say doesn't matter in a greater context. She wants us to feel uncomfortable. She wants to awaken us from our selfabsorption.
We all know that atrocities have taken place on an unprecedented scale in the last one hundred years. Such monstrous acts have come to seem almost normal. It becomes easier to forget than to remember, and this forgetfulness becomes our defense against remembering-a rejection of unnecessary sentimentality, a hardheaded acceptance of "reality." Modernity, as twentiethcentury German Jewish philosophers Walter Benjamin and Theodor Adomo argued, is marked by a superstitious worship of oppressive force and by a concomitant reliance on oblivion. Such forgetfulness, they argue, is willful and isolating: it drives wedges between the individual and the collective fate to which he or she is forced to submit. These poems will not permit us diseased complacency. They come to us with claims that have yet to be filled, as attempts to mark us as they have themselves been marked. (Forche, 1993, p. 32) Berrigan is one who never could be accused of "diseased complacency" (Forche, 1993, p. 32). Indeed, he has spent his lifetime fighting against it, has himself been imprisoned for his social activism and forced to smuggle his poems out of the penitentiary on scraps of paper. In the introduction to And the Risen Bread, Ross Labrie writes that In Berrigan's eyes the Jesuit paradigm provided the church with individuals whose responsibility it was to know not only their religion but also the world-so as to "undergo its terrifying crises, to stand at the side of per- What I take from this passage is that words are beyond death-that they, once bom, are ever-existent, "indelibly stamped on the atmosphere." This is a profoundly mystical concept, which if true, would further illustrate the magnitude of the importance of the words we speak.
We have some understanding of this possibility when we remember the words of loved ones who have passed on, and the effect they can continue to have upon us. If we believe in a God who hears all, knows all, and remembers all, then there is no difficulty in accepting that words are permanent and that we are responsible for them.
The words we save in book form have always been immensely important to us-they are sacred in a way, whether secular or religious. They contain our thoughts, ideas, memories, and prayers. The destruction of literary, historical, personal, or religious literature is a violation which the human spirit often responds to as if a murder were being committed. Doolittle rages against this form of violence in these earlier stanzas excerpted from Section As we prepare to enter the Jubilee Year of 2000, may we honor the promise it holds in all the words that we speak and write.
